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Sarah Shner-Nishmit: Biographical background:
Sarah Shner-Nishmit was born Sonia-Sarah Dushnitzky in the village of Sejny in Northeast Poland. During the first World War her established family was exiled to the far reaches of the Russian empire. After the war, they returned to Poland and lived on property that her father bought before the war. She attended elementary school in Suwalki in Poland, and afterwards moved to the town of Lazdijai in Lithuania where she studied in the local Catholic high school. In her memoirs she writes that the few Jewish students who studied there did not experience antisemitism. Still, she described a feeling of discomfort towards the rise in Lithuanian nationalism. It stirred her to get involved in Zionism (Merin-Freilich, 2009).

In 1931, when her father died, Shner-Nishmit moved to Kovna to attend university. She started to study medicine, but she quickly changed her focus to the social sciences and majored in classical languages. Later she chose psychology and education as her major. At this time she joined the pioneer movement and she became a central activist in the group’s branch in Kovna. When the USSR conquered Kovna, Shner-Nishmit split her time between Kovna and Vilna, and organized a cultural seminar in Kovna under the auspices of the Zionist educational institutions. At that time she married her first husband, Isaiah Sapir. In the summer of 1941, after Germany invaded the USSR, the couple escaped to Belarus, where Isaiah was killed (Merlin-Freilich, 2009).

After a period of wandering between the ghettos and forests of Belarus, Shner-Nishmit arrived in the Dworzec work camp in the area of Novogrodek. In December 1942, a short time before the camp was liquidated, Shner-Nishmit escaped to the forest and joined a Belorussian partisan group. It was in this context that she participated in the fight against the Nazis as a medic, and was even injured in her shoulder. Later, the group became the partisan unit, “Pobeda” (Victory) (Merin-Freilich).

Caption: Picture 1: Sarah Dushnitzka as a student in Lithuania in 1938 (Ghetto Fighter’s House Museum archive, picture 53727)
 
In January of 1945 Shner-Nishmit returned to Kovna, which was already under Soviet control, and she began working in the publishing of political writings. She translated Lenin and Stalin’s writings from Russian to Lithuanian. At the same time she worked in her Zionist activities in the framework of the Bricha organization - creating false Polish identity papers.These allowed Jews to return to Poland within the framework of the repatriation agreements, and from there to return to the Land of Israel. After a year, she felt that the authorities were on her heels, and she escaped to Poland. Shner-Nishmit deleted this chapter in her life from her autobiography that she publicized in 1987 on the concern that the Soviet authorities would take revenge against her relatives who still lived in Lithuania. She only publicized it after the fall of the Soviet Union (Shner-Nishmit, 1996).
 
At the end of 1945, Shner-Nishmit arrived in Lodz. In those days Lodz was the center of Zionist activities after the war. It was there that she first met Yitzchak Zuckerman and Tzvia Lubetkin who were among the leaders of the Jewish Combat Organization (“Ayal”) in the Warsaw Ghetto, and later the founders of the Ghetto Fighters’ Kibbutz. As a representative of the Dror (Freedom) Youth Group, Shner-Nishmit had the opportunity to continue her ideological and educational work that was cut down because of the war. She was among the founders of the Zionist Coordination for the Redemption of Children - an organization that worked to find Jewish children who were hidden with Christians during the war, and to transfer them to Jewish hands (Bogner, 2000; Nachmani-Gafni, 2006). She also organized the seminar that the Coordination established for young people who were destined to leadership positions. It was there she had the opportunity to apply her educational and psychological training. For example, many of the children who were hidden during the war with Catholic families or Catholic institutions were completely cut off from Judaism, and some even adopted anti-semetic attitudes. The educational philosophy that Shner-Nishmit successfully led with was not to attack their Christian beliefs, rather to emphasize learning Hebrew, Zionism, and Jewish history (Nishmit, 1952).

In Poland, Shner-Nishmit also worked in the Institute for Jewish History in Warsaw (ZIH) and participated in uncovering the “Oneg Shabbat” archive. “Oneg Shabbat” was the nickname of the underground documentation operation that was established by the historian Dr. Emanuel Ringleblum in the Warsaw Ghetto. (Kossove, 2014). Eventually Shner-Nishmit wrote about the Warsaw Ghetto in The Ghetto Struggle - one of her many books. At this point she met her future husband Tzvi Shner. The two met again in December 1946, for the 22nd Zionist conference in Basil, where they announced their marriage. At the end of 1947, carrying her first child, Avner, she made Aliyah to the Land of Israel and joined a group that settled in Kibbutz Yagur.

A short time after moving to Israel, Shner-Nishmit returned to her educational work. At first she led a group of young people from Turkey. After a year, the group she was part of moved to Neve Yaar, a kibbutz that was established next to the old German Colony Waldheim (Today Moshav Elonei Abba). Afterwards, Shner-Nishmit worked in the educational institutions of the Youth Aliyah, “Ramat Hadassah”. In 1949, Sarah and Tzvi were among the founders of the Ghetto Fighters’ Kibbutz, where they raised their two young sons, Giora and Moshe (Merin-Freilich, 2009). 

At the beginning of the 1950’s Shner-Nishmit was employed as a teacher for children of Olim in Akko (Shner-NIshmit, 1986). It was at this time that she began writing The Children of Mapu Street at night, and she also added the name “Nishmit,” a translation of her maiden name Dushnitzka into Hebrew, to her last name Shner. The name comes from the word “Dushan,” which means “soul” in Polish and Russian. She and her husband were among the founders of the Ghetto Fighters’ House Museum. Tzvi Shner served as the head of the museum until 1984, and Sarah worked in it as a guide and researcher. She weighed the option of getting a doctorate in analysis and synthesis in children with developmental delays (oligophrenia), but she gave up her aspirations for three reasons, “A. It would mean leaving the Kibbutz in the years following Aliyah; B. Small children at home; C. She did not place importance on being promoted and she did not see a need to specifically acquire a doctorate degree.” 2

The Children of Mapu Street - Writing the book and its characteristics:

Shner-Nishmit made the decision to write a book for young readers about the Holocaust when she was still working for Kibbutz Yagur. ”I realized that Israeli children don’t know anything about this horrific time,” she wrote in her memoirs, “and there still weren’t books appropriate for children about this topic.” Still, Shner-Nishmit decided to pause her writing process because she still did not trust her mastery of Hebrew. She only returned to the project after a few years in the Ghetto Fighter’s Kibbutz. Somehow or another, daily hardships stopped her from writing, and she only finished the project when she was hospitalized in Rambam Hospital in Haifa for a procedure, before the birth of her third child (Shner-Nishmit, 1986).

While writing the book, Shner-Nishmit worried that the book would not interest the public, and she planned to throw out the manuscript. In the end she decided to seek advice from the poet Leah Goldberg. Leah read the manuscript and thought that “This is 
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2 S. Shner. Autobiography. Ghetto Fighter’s House archive (File 15098), Ghetto Fighters’ Kibbutz
a book about children, yet it will be read by young people and adults” (Goldberg, 1956). 
Golberg still thought that the book’s opening was too juvenile and apologetic, and she advised Shner-Nishmit to adopt “a serious tone” for the whole book. Unfortunately, It’s hard to know if the author heeded Goldberg’s advice. The artist Moshe Kupferman, another Holocaust survivor, and a member of the Ghetto Fighter’s Kibbutz, contributed the illustrations for the book.

Like Dvir-Goldberg notes, there is a clear autobiographical side to the book. The significant section allocated to the activities of the boy Shmulik who joins the partisans, is based partly on Shner-Nishmit’s experiences both as a medic for a group of partisans and as a nurse in several hospitals during the war and after. (Dvir-Goldberg, 2014). Even the choice to place the story on Mapu Street, and to call the book by its name, had special autobiographical significance: Shner- Nishmit attested to the author Avrham Mapu being one of her favorites. His book Love of Zion, which was the first novel written in Hebrew, was a book that influenced her in her youth. The choice to place the beginning of the story on this street, which really exists in Kovna, was chosen to remind the readers of the significant presence of the Jewish community in that city. In a certain sense the plot of the story connects to the plot of Mapu’s story, because it also ends with the characters’ return to Zion (Schwartz, 2007). The autobiographical perspective of the book is also revealed in the small details. For example, the description of the search for amber on the shores of the Baltic Sea hints to the collection of amber jewelry 


that the author had in her house which was very dear to her.3

Dvir-Goldberg notes that the structure of the story is a generic story: it opens in an idyllic setting, which shatters with the outbreak of the war. The war separates the characters with vengeance, but in the end they reunite. Shner-Nishmit spared her young readers descriptions of atrocities - the death in the book is not described directly, but indirectly, and often death is revealed to the characters only after time passes. Death is not a central part of the book’s plot. Instead of describing the difficulties of war, the author prefers to focus on the adventures of the children: escapes, going into hiding, and life with an assumed identity (Dvir-Goldberg, 2014).

The book reveals the stories of four families living in the same apartment house before the outbreak of World War II. The idyllic situation that is described in the opening of the story changes quickly, and the book describes the troubles of the children from the four families through the Holocaust, until the Aliyah of two of the families to Israel in the summer of 1945. The author touches on the topic of the destruction of the Jews indirectly when she describes the pain and suffering of the children with delicacy and sensitivity. For example, she concretizes the lowering of the value of Jewish life under the Nazi rule, by contrasting the goodness, the compassion and the love that the boy Yisraelik shows towards a stray dog, compared to the evil of the Lithuanians who shot
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3 From a lecture given by Dr. Moshe Shner “About the Writings of Sarah Shner” at a seminar on the first anniversary of her death, in Ghetto Fighters’ House, Ghetto Fighters’ Kibbutz (2009)

at the two of them, saying, “They shot at a Jew and at a dog” (Dvir-Goldberg, 2014, p.35).

The rest of the book describes the fears of the Jewish children and the struggle for their psychological and physical survival as orphans without anything. They are forced to live with assumed identities in hostile surroundings, like living in hiding among villagers (Shmulik) or hiding in a monastery (Shula and Rivka). Despite this, and despite the atrocious life conditions, throughout the book Shner-Nishmit puts at the center the children’s ability to deal with the circumstances, their strength of character and other positive characteristics of theirs such as brotherhood, dedication, mutual aid, trustworthiness, resourcefulness, and even efficiency, and diligence.

The main character in the story is the boy Shmulik. At the beginning of the story he is 12 years old. He expresses his plans to move to the Land of Israel in the future. The turning point in the story is his joining the partisans. From then on begins the resolution of the problem of the plot: Shmulik the partisan goes looking to find his friends and his family who escaped from the horrors of the war. Shmulik’s experiences among the partisans are described at length and they are full of descriptions of sweeping heroism. The plot of the story ends with the reunion of the main characters of the story at the end of the war. Shula and her partner Tulik, get ready to move to Erez Yisrael, whereas, Shmulik, stays in Lithuania to find his sister Chanala.

The book ends with the question: “A day will come and they will build their home in the new birthplace [...] then they will forget the sufferings of the past, yet, will they really forget?” (Dvir-Goldberg, 2014, pg. 220.) In order to understand the meaning of this final question as well as the author’s decision to write the book as an adventure story, it’s worth understanding a little of the Holocaust discourse in Israeli society at the time that the book was written. It’s also worth understanding Shner-Nishmit’s positions in the polemics of the legacy of the Holocaust in Israel at that time.
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